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Presentation of the Dossier
Studies on Primitive Christianity
New Testament studies are undergoing a renewal process in recent ye-
ars. Leaving aside traditional self-referential approaches, they embarked on 
interdisciplinary adventures that opened up unusual perspectives. Especially 
with the arrival of  cultural and discursive studies, New Testament exegesis 
succeeded in breaking out of  the solipsism of  fundamental theological disci-
pline. This had several consequences for this area of   study. Among them we 
can mention that the New Testament is no longer studied exclusively. Apo-
cryphal texts and non-Christian literature were incorporated into the analysis. 
Nor was it possible to study Christianity in isolation from its socio-cultural 
context. And internally, Christianity has also taken on new features: it is not 
just studying the apostolic, nor exclusively male hierarchies and authorities. 
Common Christians of  different ages, professions, social strata, etc. entered 
the discussion. The themes are not only referring to doctrines, but also refer 
to daily practices, the domestic world, from work to religious practices.
In this dossier we want to offer a specific contribution, but which has 
the power to change the perspective of  studying the historical-cultural en-
semble that we call primitive Christianity: its relationship with the popular 
culture of  the Mediterranean. In this new perspective, nascent Christianity 
is not analyzed only as part of  the lower social strata, sharing its struggles 
and sufferings. It is about pointing out the fact that the first Christians built 
their symbolic references, narratives and rituals from categories derived 
from popular culture. It is an inversion of  perspective that gives us new 
perspectives on the whole. What was previously out of  the consideration of  
the academic community, becomes central. Let us think of  the specific case 
of  magical practices: in a New Testament perspective and in the history of  
institutions and doctrines, it would be a marginal issue, in the perspective 
pointed out, however, central. We learned from the religion of  the people, 
in the past and in our society, that religion always connects with domestic, 
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everyday demands, with the body. And it does it in its own way, articulating 
memories, texts, voices, prayers, aromas, incense, etc. It is a religion that 
has semantic density, imagery, narrative and performance. That is, religious 
symbols are related to the movements of  the body.
In the selection of  texts that make up this dossier, we find analyzes on 
various aspects of  popular culture. Popular is never synonymous with simple, 
unsophisticated. On the contrary: the religion practiced in the periphery is 
characterized by inventiveness and adaptability. It both creates new symbolic 
systems and recreates the established in perspectives that are still unthinkable.
The first three articles are united by a common theme: magical prac-
tices in early Christianity. The first text, by Paulo Nogueira, promotes the 
discussion on popular religious practices of  primitive Christianity based on 
unusual material, namely: the magic amulets. The article insists on the need 
for the magical practices and power rituals of  the early Christians to be stu-
died from a multiangular perspective, which considers both the narrative and 
the materiality of  these practices. The second, by Denilson Matos, studies 
the phenomenon from another, equally important perspective, that of  the 
second-century Roman authorities who persecuted Christians for being ma-
gic practitioners. This helps us to understand the stigmas that were created 
against the magical practices of  Christian communities. Finally, we have a 
treatise on Jewish demonology from the first centuries of  the Christian era, 
the Testament of  Solomon, studied by Elizangela Soares. In it, Solomon 
interviews the demons and subdues them by means of  his ring. In these 
interviews, the areas of  action of  the demons, their respective astral powers 
and the angels that subdue them are revealed. Magic in this block of  articles 
is therefore studied from an internal perspective, in religious practices and 
imagination, and from an external perspective, in the prejudices and stereo-
types of  Roman society and power.
In a second group of  texts we find accounts of  early Christianity that 
show their relationship with popular forms of  narrative. One of  them, 
addressed in the article by Carlos Eduardo Mattos, studies the reports of  a 
trip to hell, especially the Apocalypse of  Peter, in which the apostle traveling 
to the world beyond contemplates the sufferings and tortures of  sinners. 
The second article, by Guilherme Cavalheri, analyzes the presence of  a folk 
tradition that has deep roots in popular culture and primitive Christianity: 
the talking animals. These animals remind us that our perception of  animals, 
based on a strict separation between animals and humans and between nature 
and culture, does not cross all levels of  our perception.
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Danielle Frederico’s article studies the meal and commensality in early 
Christianity as a space for adaptation and articulation of  central cultural 
codes of  popular culture. Christianity has to reinvent itself  at the table and 
break bread.
Finally, we have two articles that deal with aspects of  the people’s reli-
gious practices in different periods than what is treated by the articles listed 
so far. Its connection with the dossier is thematic and methodological and 
its approaches show that the approach enriches the approach of  studies of  
religion, in other chronologies. The first article, by Silas Klein, problematizes 
the concept and discusses magic in the history of  Israel’s religion from media 
and material culture studies on a Tell en-Nasreh bone stamp. Finally, Martin 
Barcala and Paulo Nogueira, study the relationship between medicine and 
magic, and between witchcraft and divine miracle, in the work of  the Ger-
man medieval abbess and mystic, Hildegard von Bingen. In his work Physica 
it is possible to observe the ambiguities of  the rhetorical games of  popular 
religious practices in their internal characterization.
In addition, I would like to mention that these articles were produced 
within the scope of  the Oracula Group, of  the Postgraduate Course in Reli-
gious Sciences at UMESP, during the execution of  the research project The 
Primitive Christianity as Popular Religiosity of  the Mediterranean, which was funded 
by FAPESP and CNPq 2 productivity grant for its coordinator.
Prof. Dr. Paulo Augusto de Souza Nogueira
Coordinator of  the Grupo Oracula de Pesquisa
Dossier organizer
Translation of  João Batista Ribeiro Santos
